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REPORT 


Of  the  Commissioners  named  in  the  act  of  April  14,  1845,  to  establish  an  Asylum 

for  the  Insane  Poor  of  this  Commonwealth. 


By  an  act  passed  the  14th  of  April,  1845,  commissioners  were  appointed  to  select 
and  purchase  a  tract  of  land,  and  to  erect  buildings  for  the  purpose  of  an  Asylum  for 
the  Insane  Poor  of  this  Commonwealth.  They  respectfully  submit  to  the  Legislature 
the  following  report : 

The  commissioners  had  no  official  notice  of  their  appointment  by  this  act,  until  the 
19th  of  June,  when  a  communication  to  that  effect  was  received  from  the  Secretary  of 
the  Commonwealth,  and  a  meeting  of  the  board  was  called  at  Harrisburg,  on  the  2nd 
of  July.  Some  of  the  members  being  unable  to  attend  on  that  day,  the  board  was  not 
finally  organized  until  the  8th  of  that  month,  when  Dr.  Luther  Reily  was  chosen  Presi¬ 
dent — all  the  members  being  present  except  one,  who  was  detained  at  home  by  sick¬ 
ness.  On  that  day  the  commissioners  gave  bond,  as  required  by  the  said  act,  44  for  the 
faithful  and  proper  application  of  the  funds  placed  in  their  hands,  and  performance  of 
their  duties.” 

They  also,  as  required  by  the  seventeenth  section  of  the  act,  appointed  committees 
in  the  several  counties  of  the  Commonwealth,  to  solicit  and  receive  private  subscriptions 
in  aid  of  erecting  the  asylum — and  issued  a  printed  circular,  directed  to  the  several 
members  of  those  committees,  asking  their  prompt  attention  to  this  important  and  be¬ 
nevolent  object.  The  committees  were  requested  to  report  to  the  president  of  the 
board  at  the  earliest  day  practicable,  previous  to  the  1st  of  October,  but  the  commis¬ 
sioners  regret  to  say,  that  up  to  the  present  time,  they  see  little  reason  to  hope  for  any 
considerable  aid  from  the  county  committees  ;  but  few  of  whom  seem  to  have  taken 
any  action  on  the  subject. 

Awaiting  the  operations  of  the  collecting  committees,  and  also  the  result  of  a  sub¬ 
scription  in  Harrisburg  and  its  vicinity,  for  the  purchase  of  a  suitable  farm  for  the  pur¬ 
poses  of  the  asylum,  the  board  adjourned  until  the  1st  of  October. 

One  of  the  commissioners,  judging  that  an  examination  of  similar  institutions  in  the 
eastern  States  would  be  advantageous  as  a  means  of  acquiring  useful  and  practical  in¬ 
formation  with  regard  to  the  proper  location  and  plan  of  a  building,  as  well  as  the  inte¬ 
rior  arrangement  and  economy  of  the  proposed  asylum,  visited,  without  expense  to  the 
Commonwealth,  a  number  of  asylums  and  hospitals  for  the  insane,  in  the  States  of 
New  Aork,  Connecticut,  Massachusetts  and  New  Hampshire.  In  this  way  he  obtained 
much  useful  knowledge  relative  to  the  general  subject  ;  profiting  by  the  experience  and 
advice  of  the  superintendents  and  others  connected  with  the  management  of  the  insti¬ 
tutions  which  he  visited. 

At  the  meeting  of  the  board  on  the  1st  of  October  all  the  members  were  present — 
and  as  it  was  now  apparent  that  the  contributions  subscribed  by  benevolent  and  public 
spirited  individuals  in  and  near  Harrisburg,  together  with  an  appropriation  made  by  the 
commissioners  of  Dauphin  county,  would  be  sufficient  for  the  purchase  of  a  suitable 
farm,  without  cost  to  the  Commonwealth — the  board  resolved  on  an  immediate  exami¬ 
nation  and  selection  of  a  proper  tract  on  which  to  establish  the  asylum.  A  choice  was 
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made,  and  a  member  of  the  board  was  authorized  to  enter  into  articles  of  agreement 
with  the  owner,  tor  the  purchase  of  the  farm.  Owing,  however,  to  circumstances  be¬ 
yond  the  control  of  the  board,  this  farm  was  sold  to  another  person  before  an  interview 
could  be  had  with  the  owner. 

At  the  next  meeting  of  the  commissioners,  in  November,  another  farm  was  selected, 
having  on  it  a  more  abundant  supply  of  water  than  the  one  first  chosen,  and  possessing 
other  advantages  which  it  is  believed  will  fully  compensate  for  the  delay  occasioned  by 
the  failure  of  the  negotiation  first  authorized.  It  contains  about  one  hundred  and  thirty 
acres  of  well  improved  arable  and  meadow  land,  with  a  sufliciency  of  timber  :  it  has 
springs  and  streams  of  never-failing  water ;  and  offers  a  site  for  the  erection  of  the 
building  within  one  and  a  half  miles  of  Harrisburg,  commanding  a  fine  view  of  the 
Capitol  and  the  adjacent  country.  This  farm  has  been  purchased  by  the  board,  and  a 
title  has  been  made  to  them  in  trust  for  the  purposes  of  an  Asylum  for  the  Insane  Poor, 
free  from  all  incumbrance,  and  without  expense  to  the  Commonwealth. 

Having  thus  secured  a  proper  location  for  the  asylum,  the  commissioners,  under  a 
due  sense  of  the  responsibility  which  rests  upon  them,  beg  leave  to  call  the  attention 
of  the  Legislature  to  some  of  the  provisions  contained  in  the  act  relating  to  this  sub¬ 
ject,  passed  at  the  last  session.  By  the  first  section  of  that  act,  fifteen  thousand  dol¬ 
lars  were  appropriated  for  the  purpose  of  erecting  and  constructing  a  certain  building  or 
buildings  described  in  the  second  section.  By  the  third  section  the  commissioners  are 
required  “so  to  build,  finish  and  furnish  said  asylum,  that  the  whole  cost  of  said  build¬ 
ings  and  furniture,  with  suitable  apparatus  for  heating  the  rooms,  for  cooking,  and  for 
furnishing  water  for  all  the  uses  of  the  establishment,  to  accommodate  two  hundred 
and  fifty  patients  and  the  necessary  attendants,  shall  not  exceed  fifty  thousand  dollars.’’ 
The  fourth  section  directs  the  State  Treasurer  to  pay  to  the  commissioners,  on  the 
warrant  of  the  Governor,  “such  sum  or  sums  of  money  as  they  may  require  for  build¬ 
ing  said  asylum,  together  with  the  necessary  out  buildings,  and  the  complete  finishing; 
and  furnishing  of  the  same ,  not  exceeding,  in  the  whole ,  the  said  sum  of  fifteen 
thousand  dollars,  at  such  times  as  they  may  be  wanted,  the  expenditure  thereof  to  be 
accounted  for  to  the  Auditor  General  of  the  Commonwealth.” 

By  this  act,  then,  as  the  commissioners  understand  it,  they  are  required  to  build, 
finish,  furnish  and  supply  with  heating  and  watering  apparatus,  and  all  other  necessary 
conveniences  for  complete  occupation,  an  asylum  of  sufficient  dimensions  and  of  proper 
construction  to  accommodate  two  hundred  and  fifty  patients,  with  the  necessary  attend¬ 
ants,  for  a  sum  which  shall  not  exceed  fifty  thousand  dollars.  Of  this  sum  the  Com¬ 
monwealth  agrees,  by  the  first  and  fourth  sections,  to  pay  fifteen  thousand  dollars  ;  but 
the  commissioners  are  unable  to  find  in  the  act,  any  positive  guaranty,  on  the  part  ot 
the  State,  for  a  larger  amount.  It  has  been  urged,  by  some  warm  and  devoted  friends 
of  this  truly  benevolent  and  charitable  institution,  that  it  was  doubtless  the  intention  ol 
the  Legislature  who  passed  this  act,  that  the  whole  sum  of  fifty  thousand  dollars  should 
be  granted  by  the  Commonwealth.  If  this  be  so,  and  the  commissioners  earnestly  hope 
that  such  will  prove  to  have  been  the  design,  they  can  only  express  their  regret  that  in 
the  framing  of  the  bill  which  was  passed  into  a  law,  more  explicit  language  was  not 
employed. 

But  admitting  it  to  have  been  the  intention  of  the  law,  that  fifty  thousand  dollars 
should  be  contributed  by  the  State  towards  the  erection  ol'  an  asylum  for  her  insane 
poor,  the  commissioners,  with  a  due  regard  to  that  character  for  consistency  and  integ¬ 
rity  which  they  hope  to  maintain  throughout  the  fulfilment  of  the  duties  imposed  upon 
them,  cannot  avoid  calling  particular  attention  to  that  part  of  the  third  section  by  which 
they  are  compelled  to  erect,  finish,  furnish,  warm,  and  supply  with  water  and  other 
eonveniencies,  a  building  of  sufficient  size  to  accommodate  about  three  hundred  persons, 
mostly  with  single  rooms,  on  a  mode  of  construction  minutely  described  in  the  law, 
for  a  sum  which  shall  not  exceed,  from  whatever  source  the  funds  may  be  obtained, 
and  however  large  may  be  their  amount,  the  prescribed  sum  of  fifty  thousand  dollars. 
If  the  subscriptions  in  the  counties  should  amount  to  one  hundred  thousand  dollars, 
towards  the  building  fund,  still  the  third  section  is  clearly  imperative,  and  compels 
the  commissioners  to  complete  the  whole  establishment  for  fifty  thousand !  In  plain 


5 


terms,  it  requires  them  to  perform  an  impossibility;  and  they  feel  fully  justified  in  this 
assertion  by  a  comparison  with  the  cost  of  erecting  the  buildings  for  similar  institutions 
elsewhere,  as  well  as  by  the  estimates  ot  experienced  builders  and  architects  whom 
they  have  consulted.  To  erect  a  building  of  suitable  dimensions  and  on  a  proper  plan, 
in  the  manner  required  by  the  act, — to  furnish  the  necessary  apparatus  for  warming 
and  watering  the  whole  establishment, — to  provide  the  requisite  furniture  and  fixtures 
for  complete  occupation  by  the  patients  and  their  attendants,  will,  in  the  cheapest  man¬ 
ner  that  can  be  devised,  very  considerably  exceed  the  amount  for  which  they  are 
required  to  do  the  whole. 

Under  these  circumstances,  and  with  these  views  of  the  subject,  the  commissioners 
have  conceived  themselves  justified  in  avoiding  measures  which  would  prematurely 
involve  any  considerable  expenditure.  Having  secured  the  title  to  a  good  farm,  with 
an  eligible  site  for  the  erection  of  the  proposed  asylum,  without  expending  therefor  any 
portion  of  the  funds  placed  at  their  disposal  by  the  act  of  last  session,  they  now  sub¬ 
mit  the  foregoing  statement  to  the  Legislature,  and  respectfully  ask  for  such  alterations 
in,  or  additional  enactments  to  the  law  on  the  subject  of  an  asylum  for  the  insanp  poor 
of  this  Commonwealth,  as  will  enable  the  Board  to  fulfil  the  trust  reposed  in  them  for 
this  purpose. 

They  will  not  at  this  time  enlarge  upon  the  necessity  which  exists  for  immediate 
action  on  this  subject,  and  for  the  establishment  of  an  institution  where  a  suffering  and 
too  often  much  neglected  or  abused  portion  of  our  unfortunate  and  helpless  fellow 
creatures  may  be  sheltered,  protected  and  relieved.  The  subject  has  lately  received  so 
much  attention  from  the  humane,  the  wise  and  the  good,  and  has  been  so  ably  exam¬ 
ined  and  fully  explained  to  the  people  of  Pennsylvania,  that  the  Board  trust  there  is  no 
further  need  of  an  appeal,  on  their  part,  to  the  humanity  and  benevolence  of  the  Legis¬ 
lature.  The  friendless  and  the  destitute  call  upon  us  to  complete  this  good  work  :  the 
raving  maniac  and  the  helpless  idiot  cry  to  us  from  the  chains  and  the  filthy  cells  which 
now  confine  them,  for  treatment  befitting  human  creatures  and  fellow  beings  with  our- 
selves.  They  ask,  in  the  name  of  that  blessed  Redeemer,  who  died  for  them  as  well 
as  for  us,  that  we  should  follow  his  example  by  whose  compassionate  mercy  one  of 
their  own  afflicted  number,  a  naked  miserable  lunatic,  was  restored  to  reason,  and  was 
seen  “sitting  at  the  feet  of  Jesus,  clothed  and  in  his  right  mind.” 

By  order,  and  on  behalf  of  the  Board. 

L.  REILY,  President. 

Chas.  B.  Trego,  Secretary. 

Harrisburg ,  January  13///,  1846. 


* 


* 


-  ' . 


' 


. 


